Comparison of the effects of subanaesthetic concentrations of isoflurane or nitrous oxide in volunteers.
A cross-over trial was performed in 12 volunteers to compare the relative potency of 25% nitrous oxide and 0.4% isoflurane when breathed for a period of 20 min. Oxygen was used as a control. The effects were observed for 35 min after drug administration. Choice reaction time, ability to tap two areas on a board and ability to perform mathematical problems were significantly impaired when inhaling nitrous oxide, the maximum effect being obtained within 5 min. With isoflurane, the effects were significantly greater than with nitrous oxide. The effect obtained after 15 min inhalation was greater than that at 5 min. Tests returned promptly to the base line after the discontinuation of the test agent. Subjective assessments were made using a series of eight visual analogue scales. Results of the scales represented by physical and mental sedation indicated that 0.4% isoflurane was more potent than 25% nitrous oxide. Significant effects were detected up to 15 min after the inhalation of the agent was stopped. Subanaesthetic concentrations of isoflurane warrant further study in patients undergoing dental treatment in which a rapid recovery from sedation is important.